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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper was to investigate student teachers’ reading competence and their self-perceptions of this skill. 
Research participants were 84 students of the Degree in Primary Education at the University of Malaga (Spain) during the 
academic year 2013-2014. Data was collected through an objective test named Test de Competencia Lectora para Universitarios 
(Spanish for “Reading Competence Test for University Students”) - hereafter CLUni Test (pilot version) - and through a self-
report instrument that gathered information on respondents' perceptions of their own competence and difficulties encountered 
when reading different texts types. Data was analysed by using descriptive statistics and the Pearson and Spearman correlation 
tests. Results obtained in the reading test showed that participants had an average reading competence, which contrasted with the 
high perception they had of their own competence. Vocabulary was the linguistic component that most often challenged 
participants and they also struggled with argumentative and expository texts. The correlation between the performance in the 
CLUni Test and the self-perceptions of reading competence was weak to moderate (although significant and positive). These 
results suggest that participants overestimated their reading competence. Findings are worrying considering that participants will 
eventually become Primary Education teachers. 
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1. Introduction 
There is great concern in Spain to improve the level of reading competence in schoolchildren, given that the latest 
PISA Report (Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport, hereafter MECD, 2013) placed it below the 
average of OECD countries. 
In PISA 2009: Assessment Framework (OCDE, 2009: 23) and in the 2012 Report (MECD, 2013: 54), reading 
competence is defined as “understanding, using, reflecting on and engaging with written texts, in order to achieve 
one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in society”. 
Under this definition, reading competence is essential to access knowledge. It is, therefore, a basic and essential 
competence, not only to function in an academic context but also to develop any personal, working or social activity 
(Zayas, 2012: 19).  
It is then reasonable to think that the reading competence of future teachers will affect the way they develop this 
competence in their students. Similarly, knowing their level of competence as readers and how they perceive their 
reading difficulties can become useful for teacher training purposes.  
The main aim of this research was to delve into these issues. To do this, this research set out to, on the one hand, 
identify informants’ self-perceptions of their own reading competence, as well as any difficulties experienced when 
reading; and on the other, to assess their actual reading competence, by using the Reading Competence Test for 
University Students, i.e. CLUni Test (pilot version), the design of which was motivated by the lack of validated tests 
to specifically assess reading competence among university students. 
To date, no Spanish study has really focused on researching these issues among future Primary Education 
teachers. This study may, therefore, shed some light on an under-researched area of language education. 
2. Study design 
2.1. Participants 
Participants were 84 student teachers (75% women and 25% men) aged between 18 and 51 years old (mean age: 
20.92; SD: 3.961). They were second- (n = 25) and third- (n = 59) year students of the Degree in Primary Education 
at the University of Malaga, in the academic year 2013-2014. 
2.2. Data collection instrument 
Data for this study was obtained through a closed-question questionnaire and an objective test that assessed 
reading competence. 
On the one hand, in order to gather data on students’ perceptions, a questionnaire was designed that asked 
respondents to self-assess their reading competence, both on a 1-10 scale (where 1 = very low and 10 = very high) 
and on a Likert scale, ranging from “not competent at all" to “very competent”. In addition, the questionnaire 
required them to reveal how often they encountered words, sentences and paragraphs difficult to understand and 
how much of a challenge they found a total of 8 types of texts, namely: narrative, expository, argumentative, 
descriptive, instructional, transactional, electronic and discontinuous texts. 
On the other hand, an objective test to assess reading competence was designed - Reading Competence Test for 
University Students, aka CLUni Test (pilot version) - as there was no validated instrument in this context to 
specifically assess reading competence among university students. The test was first conceived as a pilot test on 
reading competence to be used as part of the thesis entitled Competencia, estrategias y hábitos lectores de maestros 
en formación inicial (Spanish for “Reading Competence, Strategies and Habits in Student Teachers”), which is 
currently being conducted by Andrea Felipe. The test consisted of six texts and 24 questions, all of which were 
closed, except for three open questions and one question which required students to sort statements. Table 1 shows 
the classification of the test texts according to Werlich’s adapted typology (1976) used in PISA 2009 and 2012. As 
can be observed, the text types were extracted from this typology, together with “electronic” texts (PISA 
classification based on the technology used) and “discontinuous” texts (PISA classification based on the format 
used). 
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Table 1. Classification of texts used in the Test on Reading Competence. 
 
 
 
On the one hand, in order to gather data on students’ perceptions, a questionnaire was designed that asked 
respondents to self-assess their reading competence, both on a 1-10 scale (where 1 = very low and 10 = very high) 
and on a Likert scale, ranging from “not competent at all" to “very competent”. In addition, the questionnaire 
required them to reveal how often they encountered words, sentences and paragraphs difficult to understand and 
how much of a challenge they found a total of 8 types of texts, namely: narrative, expository, argumentative, 
descriptive, instructional, transactional, electronic and discontinuous texts. 
On the other hand, an objective test to assess reading competence was designed - Reading Competence Test for 
University Students, aka CLUni Test (pilot version) - as there was no validated instrument in this context to 
 
Text 
 
According to the 
form 
 
According to the 
format 
 
According to the 
type 
According to 
reading 
situations 
1. Airway Obstruction 
Excerpt from: Moliné Marco, J.L. and Solé Gómez, 
M.D., Ostrucción de las vías respiratorias: Primeros 
auxilios (Airway Obstruction: First Aid), Spanish 
Institute of Safety and Health at Work, Spanish 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs: 
http://www.insht.es/InshtWeb/Contenidos/Documenta
cion/ 
FichasTecnicas/NTP/Ficheros/401a500/ntp_467.pdf. 
The text content and format have been reduced and 
adapted to the test. 
Printed Continuous 
Instructional  
(how to use) 
 
 
 
 
 
Educational 
2. Gift of Tongues 
Excerpt from: Ribas, Rosa and Hofmann, Sabine, Don 
de lenguas (Gift of Tongues), Barcelona: Círculo de 
Lectores, 2013, pp. 31-2. Content has been slightly 
changed. 
Printed Continuous 
Narrative  
(novel) 
 
Personal 
3. Gears 
Excerpt from: Peguero Rodríguez, M., Manual del 
conductor 2013 (Driver Manual 2013): 
http://es.scribd.com/doc/126577340/Manual-Del-
Conductor-2013. The text content and format have 
been reduced and adapted to the test. 
Printed 
Mixed (mainly 
discontinuous: a 
table) 
Instructional 
(rules) 
 
 
Educational 
4. Madurationist Theory 
Excerpt from: González Álvarez, C., Didáctica de la 
Lengua en la Escuela Infantil (Teaching Language in 
Kindergarten), Granada: Grupo Editorial Universitario, 
2011, p. 196. The content has been slightly changed. 
 
Printed Continuous 
Expository  
(academic essay) 
 
 
Educational 
5. Digital reading 
Excerpt from: Hábitos de lectura y compra de libros 
en España 2012 (Reading Habits and Buying Books in 
Spain 2012), study conducted for the Professional 
Association of Spanish Writers and sponsored by the 
Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport: 
http://www.mcu.es/libro/docs/MC/Observatorio/pdf/ 
Habitos_lectura_2012.pdf.  This is a screenshot. Errata 
shown are part of the original. 
Printed 
Mixed (mainly 
discontinuous: 3 
graphs) 
Expository 
(graphic 
representation) 
 
 
Public 
6. Article on PISA 
Excerpt from: Los culpables de la enésima bofetada 
del informe PISA (Whom to Blame for the Ninth Slap 
of the PISA Report), Elv del Valle, El Semanal 
Digital, October 8, 2013: 
http://www.elsemanaldigital.com/blog.asp?idarticulo= 
131508&cod_aut=. The content has been slightly 
changed) 
Printed Continuous 
Argumentative 
(op-ed article) 
 
 
Public 
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specifically assess reading competence among university students. The test was first conceived as a pilot test on 
reading competence to be used as part of the thesis entitled Competencia, estrategias y hábitos lectores de maestros 
en formación inicial (Spanish for “Reading Competence, Strategies and Habits in Student Teachers”), which is 
currently being conducted by Andrea Felipe. The test consisted of six texts and 24 questions, all of which were 
closed, except for three open questions and one question which required students to sort statements. Table 1 shows 
the classification of the test texts according to Werlich’s adapted typology (1976) used in PISA 2009 and 2012. As 
can be observed, the text types were extracted from this typology, together with “electronic” texts (PISA 
classification based on the technology used) and “discontinuous” texts (PISA classification based on the format 
used).  
Five experts (from the areas of Language and Literature Didactics, Philology and Educational Psychology) 
validated a previous version of the test. Some changes were made based on their comments and suggestions. Also, 
the validity of the test was guaranteed because texts were selected and items were designed according to the 
assumptions established in the theoretical framework of PISA 2009-2012. The questions were used to assess 
participants’ access to information, four to assess their ability to integrate and interpret information, four to assess 
reflection and assessment, and six questions assessed a combination of all these aspects.  
3. Data Analysis 
Data analysis included descriptive statistics (percentage and/or frequency, average, mode and standard deviation) 
of the measures used, as well as the calculation of correlation indexes between the performance in the reading 
competence test and the two self-perception of reading competence measures. 
4. Results and Discussion 
4.1. Self-perception of reading competence 
 
Two questionnaire questions were aimed at gathering information on participants' perceptions of their own 
reading competence. As shown in Figure 1, the vast majority of participants - 82.2% - considered themselves as 
“averagely competent” or “quite competent”. Data surprisingly showed that 10.7% considered themselves as “not 
competent at all” or “barely competent” and only 6.1% considered themselves as “very competent”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Self-perception of reading competence between “Not at all competent” and “Very competent”. 
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A second question asked respondents to rate their reading competence on a scale of 1 (= very low) to 10 (= very 
high). As shown both in Table 2 and Figure 2, participants in the study (i.e. future teachers) had a fairly high self-
perception of their reading competence, as almost 80% of them included themselves between the maximum values 
of 7 to 10. However, it must also be stressed that over 20% of them perceived their reading competence to be below 
7 on a 1-10 scale.  
 
Table 2. Central tendency and dispersion measures of self-perception of reading competence. 
N Average Mode 
Standard 
Deviation 
Maximum Minimum 
84 7.14 8 1.546 1 10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. Self-perception of reading competence between 1 (= very low) and 10 (= very high). 
 
 
4.2. Reading difficulties 
 
Two questions asked respondents about difficulties experienced when reading in terms of how often they are 
challenged by words, sentences and paragraphs, and in terms of the degree of difficulty experienced when reading 
different types of texts. 
In relation to the former, i.e. frequency with which words, sentences and paragraphs posed difficulty for 
participants (Figure 3), the study highlighted the fact that vocabulary was - from the three aforementioned 
components - the one that challenged them the most; in particular, over 40% of participants experienced difficulties 
with words either “sometimes” or “often”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. Frequency with which words, sentences or paragraphs posed difficulty for participants. 
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With regards to the degree of difficulty experienced with different types of texts - eight in total - participants 
were required to make judgments on a scale of 1 (= very easy) to 10 (= very difficult). As shown in Table 3, 
although none of the types of texts appeared to pose a remarkable difficulty, participants seemed to struggle more 
with argumentative texts, followed by expository texts - the reading of which is essential in an academic context. 
Several experts have highlighted the need for the educational system to assume the explicit teaching of these types 
of texts. Among them, Camps (2012) stated that “some complex genres [...] such as academic texts of an expository, 
literary and journalistic nature cannot just be learnt through use but must rather be taken as learning content” (p. 35). 
Likewise, Solé (2012) denounced the lack of tradition in Spain of teaching to read texts of different disciplines: 
"there seems to be no consolidated tradition to teach how to read expository and disciplinary texts, how to 
summarize them, to relate and integrate the information they convey” (p. 56). In this respect, the greater difficulty 
noted by participants when reading argumentative and expository texts was likely to be related to the lack of training 
in reading such texts; a fact that strengthens the position of those who defend explicit teaching of how to read these 
texts in the school system.    
 
Table 3. Evaluation results of perceived difficulty in different types of texts (N=83). 
 
Average Mode 
Standard 
Deviation 
Descriptive texts 3.16 3 2.195 
Narrative texts 2.86 2 2.280 
Expository texts 3.48 3 2.143 
Instructional texts 3.05 2 2.219 
Argumentative texts 4.01 4 1.997 
Transactional texts 2.86 2 2.150 
Electronic texts 2.75 2 2.011 
Discontinuous texts 3.31 3 2.152 
 
 
4.3. Reading competence 
 
As shown in Table 4, participants reported an average score of 14.80, which can be considered as a moderately 
average performance, as the maximum score is 24. Likewise, it is significant that 25% of participants obtained a 
score only slightly above half of the maximum score. Generally speaking, the average obtained by the group turned 
out to be alarming, especially considering that the participants in this study are future teachers of a compulsory stage 
of education and that two-thirds of participants are currently attending the penultimate year of the Degree that will 
enable them to teach in Primary Education. 
 
Table 4. Results of the Reading Competence Test. 
 
 
 
 
 
4.4. Correlation between self-perception of reading competence and reading competence measures 
 
This study also sought to determine the correlation between the two subjective measures of reading competence 
mentioned above and the level of reading competence according to the objective test designed for research purposes 
- CLUni Test (pilot version) -. Results showed (Table 5) that there was a weak positive correlation between 
participants’ self-perception of their own reading competence and participants’ performance in the CLUni Test. 
There was also a moderately positive correlation between 1) perception of type of reader depending on self-
perception of their reading competence and 2) performance in the CLUni Test. Results seem to indicate an 
overestimation of reading competence by the future teachers in the study.  
 
Table 5. Correlation indexes between measures of self-perception of reading competence and the CLUni Test. 
Average Mode Standard 
Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 25 Percentile 50 Percentile 75 Percentile 
14.80 14 3.112 6 21 12.25 15 17.00 
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Self-Perception of type of 
reader (From 1 = “Not at all 
competent” to 5 = “Very 
competent”) 
Self-perception of reading 
competence 
(From 1 = “Very low” to 10 = 
“Very high”) 
Pearson Correlation  .222 * 
Spearman Correlation .330**  
Sig. (Bilateral) .002 .043 
N 84 84 
      *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 
5. Conclusion 
The purpose of this article was to research on the reading competence of future teachers that were enrolled in the 
Degree in Primary Education (University of Málaga, Spain), by means of a self-report instrument and a test on 
reading competence - the CLUni Test - which was validated by experts and the questions of which were designed 
based on the guidelines for evaluating reading competence established in the theoretical framework of PISA 2009 
and 2012.  
The study concluded that participants have a reasonably high self-perception of their reading competence as a 
whole. However, this was not supported by their performance in the reading competence test designed for the 
purpose of this research. This is somewhat disturbing considering that participants in the study were future teachers 
at a key stage of school education, namely Primary Education. The correlation between performance in this test and 
results in the two measures of self-perception of reading competence was weak to moderate (although significant 
and positive). This suggests that participants overestimated their reading competence. 
As for the difficulties encountered by future teachers when reading, it is worth stressing that it is precisely 
argumentative and expository texts (the type of texts inherent to academic disciplines) the ones that they found most 
challenging, although the degree of difficulty reported by them is not excessively high. 
Studies like the one presented here help expand the knowledge of a competence that is essential for language 
users (reading). Both objective and subjective measurements of reading competence and difficulties encountered by 
university students when reading texts were used to conduct the study. Finally, studies like this allow drawing 
conclusions about the training of professionals who are greatly responsible for the development of reading 
competence and skills in future generations. 
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